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Another Ro’und in Ton

Behind the swinging shuiter
doors of the Senate Foreign Re-
ions com (BB
ecision was taken that could
léad to one of those turning
points in the ever-shifting rela-
tions between Congress and the
- Executive branch in the formula-
tion of foreign policy.

With only a couple of dis-
senting voices, the committee
decided to reopen the Gulf of
Tonkin incidents by calling upon
Defense Secretary Robert 5. Mc-
Namara for a further explana-
tion of precisely what happened
on those two days in early
August, 1964, when two Ameri-
can destroyers reportedly came
under attack by- North Vietna-
mese PT boats.

Perhaps not since the notor-
ious Joint Committee on the Con-
duct of the Civil War was cre-
ated by a group of anti-Lincoin
Republicans had such 'an au-
dacious move been made by a
Congressional  committee  in
challenging the Executive
branch’s handling of a war. In
the midst of a war, the Senate
Foreign Relations Committee,
led by a group of critics of the
Johnson Vietnam policy, was
questioning the Administration’s
account of—and reaction to—
two crucial events that in effect
led the United States into war
against North Vietnam.

Out of the Tonkin incidents
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resolution endorsing “all neces-
‘'sary measures” taken by the
Administration to repel further
aggression in Southeast Asia—
a resolution that has since been
interpreted by the Administra-
tion as “a functional equivalent”
of a declaration of war against
North Vietnam.

A Challenge

Implicit in the committee's ac-
tion, therefore, as the members
fully appreciated, was a chal-
lenge not only to the Administra-
tion’s integrity but to its under-
lying justification for the deep-
ening American involvement in
the Vietnam' war. In effect, the
committee  was.  questioning
whether the North Vietnamese
attacks were such an open-and-
shut affair -as originally de-
scribed by the Administration
and whether the Administration
had conclusive proof of the at-
tacks before it ordered the re-
taliatory -air strikes against
North Vietnam and sought Con-
gressional approval of the Gulf
of Tonkin Resolution.

While the committee is a hot-

bed of vocal anti-Vietnam crit- -

ics, this fact alone was not
enough to explain the commit-
tee’s action. At most, it helps
explain why Senator J. W. Ful-
bright, the committee Chairman,
some months ago instructed the
committee staff to review the
Gulf of Tonkin incidents.

The still secret stan
raised some serious’ HUe!
ahnut the Administriffon’s ac-
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counts of the Gulf of Tonkin
incidents and about the White
House's quick reaction to the
reported attacks. But even the
staft study probably would not
have been enough to convince
the committée members that
they should reopen the Tonkin
incidents and thus place them-
sélves in the position of seem-
ing to impugn the integrity of
the Administration.

What finally tipped the bal-
ance was the Pueblo incident,
which brought to a head all
the misgivings within the com-
mittee about the Tonkin inci-
dents. As they sat around their
oval table in their rococo com-

Tonkin Resolution e

The key passages of the
so-called Tonkin Resolution,
passed by Congress on Aug.
7, 1964, are as follows:

-"The Congress approves
and supports the determina-
tion of the President, as
Commander in  Chief, to
‘take all necessary measures
to repel any armed- attack
against the forces of the
United States and to pre-
vent further aggression. The
United States regards as
vital to its national interest
and to world peace the
maintenance of international
-and security in South-
Asia.”

“m=e g the - Tonkin  inci

mittee room, the mer¥bers B
gan to find disturbing parslle
between the Tonkin and Puebl
incidents. As the staff study ha
shown, the two American d:
stroyers apparently had not bee
on a completely “routine mis
sion” in the Tonkin Gulf, as ha
been asserted by the Administre
tion, but rather seemed to hav
been engaged in an -electroni
intelligence - mission similar t
that of the Pueblo off the Nort.
Korean coast.

Possibility of War

Just as the Tonkin incident:
had led to war, so possibly
could the Pueblo incident. Sud
denly Senator Karl E. Mundt
a militant Republican conserva
tive and a supporter of the
Administration’s Vietnam policy
turned to Mr. Fulbright and said
“Bill, you have a point.”

The point was one Mr. Ful
bright had been trying to make
ever since he started the Tonki
inquiry. The point was not sc
much whether the second Ton
kin attack ever took place, al
though Mr. Fulbright has hi
doubts on this score, but wheth
er the United States, in ths
global extension .of its militar:
power, was not getting itsel
into a situation wheri
be dragged into warg

Politically, the Puebl]
also provided the co
a way to to reexamin

longer one of proving
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